JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. In tracking the educational progress of a sample of Baltimore schoolchildren from entrance into first grade in fall 1982 through early spring 1996, the authors examined the children's personal qualities, first-grade experiences, and family circumstances as precursors to high school dropout. Logistic regression analyses were used to identify predictors of dropout involving family context measures (stressful family changes, parents' attitudes, and parents' socialization practices), children's personal resources (attitudes and behaviors), and school experiences (test scores, marks, and track placements). These various measures were found to influence dropout independently of sociodemographic factors and account for much of the difference in the odds of dropout associated with family socioeconomic status, gender, family type, and other "risk factors." The authors take a life-course perspective on dropout, viewing it as the culmination of a long-term process of academic disengagement.
Background Characteristics
The sociodemographic at-risk profile we used incorporates measures of family socioeconomic status (SES), race-ethnicity (African American versus White), sex, family type in first grade (solo parent versus other configurations), mother's age at the birth of the study child, and size of sibship (number of brothers and sisters, natural and step). This profile of dropouts is well established (Natriello, McDill, and Pallas 1990; Rumberger 1983) , and one of our concerns was to see whether it was reproduced in the experience of our sample of urban youths. But the risk that attaches to such distinctions inheres in correlated family, personal, school, and community resources that are the more proximate causes of dropout, and these resources need to be identified. Accordingly, in our study, we investigated whether the sociodemographic patterning of dropout for our study group could be accounted for by measures in the other three predictor clusters.
Family Context
Three areas in the family domain were examined: (1) family stressors, (2) parents' attitudes and values, and (3) parents' socialization practices.
Family stressors. As disruptive family events, we considered divorce, marriage, illnesses, deaths, adults joining the household, adults leaving the household, residential moves, and transfers to different schools. Older youths are challenged by stressful conditions at home (for an overview, see Johnson 1987) , and inasmuch as six year olds have little control over family events and lack the maturity to buffer adverse spillovers from home to school, they should be, at the time of the beginning school transition, even more vulnerable. For example, family moves when children are young (ages four to seven) appear to have a greater impact on dropout than do moves during the teenage years (Haveman, Wolfe, and Parents' values and attitudes that were included in our analysis were aspirations for their children's future 89 schooling, expectations for their children's school performance in the near term (marks on upcoming report cards in mathematics, reading, and conduct), how parents assessed their children's ability to do schoolwork, whether they would feel personally responsible if their children failed reading, and their scores on a checklist of things they might view as misbehavior during a reading lesson (like talking out of turn). Support for the school's agenda at home and a supportive affective tone enhance parents' effectiveness in socializing their children academically.
Other things being equal, children should slip more comfortably and successfully into the student role if their parents feel personally responsible for their success, share the school's sense of appropriate classroom deportment, express confidence in their children's ability to do schoolwork, and expect their children to do well (academically and otherwise).
Parents' socialization practices. If what parents think counts, what they do is even more important. Low-income families support their children's academic development via "promotive" strategies that contribute to desirable skills and interests (such as assisting with schoolwork and making family visits to museums) and "preventive" strategies that shield the children from negative influences (like monitoring children's whereabouts and screening their friends) ( In comparing school-discontinuation reports across sources, we found that 31.4 percent of the cohort dropped out at some point,6 47.2 percent graduated without interruption, and 7.3 percent were still enrolled when we last contacted them (which could have been the spring of the 13th or 14th project year). Another 14.1 percent were lost from the project before they entered high school and so could not be classified. The proportion of dropouts increased to 36.5 percent when lost cases were excluded and to 40 percent when those who were still in school were omitted.7
Other data sources. Most other data were obtained from school records, interviews with pupils in the first and second grades, parent questionnaires administered from late summer through early fall of the first grade, and teacher questionnaires from the spring of first grade. Data sources, scale properties, and variable averages for dropouts and graduates are summarized in the appendix. Additional details follow.
Background characteristics cluster. Family SES is a composite based on mother's and father's educational levels, mother's and father's occupational statuses, and receipt of reduced-price school meals (a crude indicator of low family income). The first four measures were reported by parents, and the last measure was from school records. Because not all parents were interviewed on every occasion, we drew on information from the first eight years of the project for parents' educational levels and occupations. For parent's education, we used the earliest available source, and for occupational level (in the TSEI metric; Featherman and Stevens 1982), we averaged all available measures (2.5 sources, on average, for both mothers and fathers). The alpha reliability for the 386 youngsters covered by all five items is .86. For 49 percent of the cohort, there were data on all five measures, and for 5.3 percent, there were data on just one measure. For mother's age at the study child's birth, we combined information on the mother's and the study child's birth dates, both from parents' reports. Of those covered on this measure, 45 percent are only children or the oldest children, so for them, mother's age also represents maternal age at birth of the first child.
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Family context. Family changes in the first grade were measured retrospectively from questions asked of parents in project years 6-9. An event was registered as having occurred if it was mentioned in any parental interview. School changes between kindergarten and the first grade were reported by parents; school changes during the first grade (up to three) were taken from school records. Summer-care arrangements are retrospective, from interviews with pupils in the fall of the second project year. The reference category is in-home parental supervision. The other distinctions used are indicated in the appendix.
Children's personal resources. Most of the data in this cluster came from interviews conducted in the fall or spring of first grade. Expectations of marks and conduct were elicited from the children using a mock-up of a report card in the fall. School satisfaction and locus of control were measured in the fall and spring, the latter using parts of scales designed for young children that evaluate control orientation in academic (Crandall, Katkovsky, and Crandall 1965) and general (Mischel, Zeiss, and Zeiss 1974) terms. The 5 self-image questions (see the appendix) were included in a set of 14 items administered only in the spring. As expected for short psychological measures on young children, internal consistency (alpha) reliability is modest: .62 for the 8-item satisfaction scale, .58 for the 12-item locus-of-control scale, and .60 for the 5-item self-image scale.
For engagement behaviors, we combined marks for work habits (like "works independently" and "completes assignments" ) from report cards for all four quarters of the first grade with teachers' ratings of externalizing behaviors (seven items, such as "teases" and "fights" ) and adaptability (four items, for example, "is enthusiastic" and "is creative" ), elicited in the spring of the year. Alpha reliability for work habits is . Information on grade retention and the receipt of special education services came mainly from school records, but retrospective self-reports were used to identify retention for students who moved outside the BCPS and to correct seeming errors in the records, for example, when two or more self-reports indicated a retention in grade, but school records did not.
The special education coding distinguishes the receipt of "any services" (coded 1) from "no services" (coded 0). Since the initial sampling was done in regular classrooms, self-contained special education classes are underrepresented in the cohort's first-grade experience: 63 of the 65 youngsters who were receiving services were in pull-out programs from regular classes.
Students' fall reading-group placements were elicited from the first-grade teachers. The lowest reading group in a class was code 1, and other levels were coded 0. (The 34 students in classes in which instructional groupings were not used were also coded 0.) Fifty teachers provided information, covering 80 percent of the sample.
RESULTS

Preliminary Regressions
Preliminary logistic regression analyses discriminating dropouts from graduates within predictor clusters are reported in Table 1 Beginning this way allowed us to identify significant correlates of dropout that might be obscured by collinearity, highlighted basic patterns in the data, and winnowed the list of predictors for later analyses that overlap clusters.
Coefficient estimates are reported as odds ratios. Since dropout was scored 1, values above 1.0 identify predictors that increase the risk of dropout. For the subcluster and cluster assessments, estimates of model fit are also reported. These estimates represent the percentage reduction in the log-likelihood comparing the estimated model against the log-likelihood when just the grand mean is fitted. Some significant predictors of dropout were found for all four predictor clusters.
Background characteristics. Results for this cluster parallel those in the literature in most respects. Being from a lower SES family, being male, having relatively many siblings, being born to a younger mother, and residing in a soloparent household all increase the risk of dropout. The only exception to the characteristic pattern is race-ethnicity, since the African American-White difference is not significant. This exception may not be as anomalous as it seems because the dropout rates for African Americans and Whites are now quite close nationally and any remaining difference between ethnic groups typically disappears when SES background is controlled (see Hauser and Phang 1993; Rumberger 1995). Since the BSS is an urban sample, socioeconomic variability no doubt is truncated relative to national samples. Thus, SES background is partially controlled even in these zero-order comparisons.
Whether this aspect of the coverage of the BSS sample accounts for the finding of no difference in the dropout rates of African American and White pupils in the BSS is speculative, but it hardly renders SES level itself inconsequential. By construction, the SES index roughly follows a normal distribution, so its associated odds ratio of .19 in Table 1 The other background factors in Table  1 , Panel A, evidence weaker but still significant ties to dropout,9 and only family-type differences drop to nonsignificance when SES is controlled.10 Hence, even net of the large differences associated with family SES, boys are still more prone to dropout than girls, as are children born to younger mothers compared to children born to older mothers and children in larger households versus those in smaller ones.1" Family context. Disruptive family changes, changing schools in first grade, all four measures of parents' attitudes, and child care arrangements over the summer between the first and second grade (out-of-home adult care relative to parental supervision) are significant zero-order predictors of dropout from the family-context cluster. Of these predictors, parents' attitudes appear to be the most consequential (compare the estimates of explained variance, Table  1 , Panel B, Column 2), but the family change scale and the summer care contrast between out-of-home adult care and parental supervision, plus two of four parental attitude measures, retain their significance even when the entire set of family context measures is evaluated together (the results for the full cluster in Column 3 of Panel B). Accordingly, these measures were kept for the across-clusters stage of the analysis, described in the next section,12 although those that were omitted could still be important. Changing schools, for example, dropped to nonsignificance when the family-change scale was controlled, but changing schools and changing residence (part of the familychange scale) often co-occurred. Therefore, the safest conclusion is that such uprooting experiences at the time of the beginning school transition are generally hard on children. 13 Similarly, even though none of the measures of parents' socialization practices except out-of-home care is significant in Table 1 , Panel B, we are reluctant to conclude on this basis that parents' behavior during the early period of schooling has no bearing on eventual dropout. Our coverage in this area is neither extensive nor especially refined, and parents' attitudes in Table 1 , Panel B, do evidence strong connections to dropout-parental attitudes must achieve most of their force through parental behaviors. For example, as Boocock (1980:71) noted, "high-achieving children tend to come from families who have high expectations for them, and who consequently are likely to 'set standards' and to make greater demands at an earlier age." Indeed, parental attitudes may stand out in our results precisely because they proxy differences in relevant parental behaviors more globally than do the measures available in the BSS. Still, the analysis failed to identify specific parental behaviors that "matter," and to that extent the issue remains open.
Children's personal resources. The pattern for children's personal resources (Table 1, Panel C) is opposite that for parents' attitudes because for children, behaviors (12 percent "explained variance" Column 2) count for more than attitudes (1 percent "explained variance"). However, this imbalance is consistent with our earlier reasoning that young children's attitudes toward self and school may not predict their academic commitment to the same extent as do the attitudes of older, more mature youths.
In terms of attitudes, academic selfimage, satisfaction with school, and locus of control emerge as weak predictors of later dropout. The results for selfimage and satisfaction are consistent with the idea that attachment to school reduces the risk of dropout, and to see even a hint of such an effect for the affective orientations of first graders is striking. The finding that more internally oriented youths are self-selected for dropout makes sense too, that is, if leaving school is an assertion of personal control, as has been suggested. Here again, though, we might not have expected to see such an effect in the control orientation of first graders.14 For the behaviors subcluster, latenesses, absences, and classroom deportment are all significant at the zero-order level, with the latter two retaining their significance in the fully controlled estimates (Column 3). Dropouts averaged 16 days' absence in first grade and graduates averaged 10 days. Each additional day absent is estimated to increase the likelihood of dropout by about 5 percent, so this six-day difference implies an increase in the odds of dropout of about 30 percent.
The engagement effect seems large, too: A one unit "decline" in engagement behaviors increases the odds of dropout about 2.5-fold. The engagement scale averages -.02, with a samplewide SD of .84. This finding means that the one-unit comparison in Table 1 
Across-Cluster Regressions
This section examines the several predictor clusters together. Since one issue is whether sociodemographic effects on dropout can be accounted for by other variables, the analysis from Column 3, Table 1 , Panel A, is used as a frame of reference, but leaving out race-ethnicity and family type. These results are reported in the first column of Table 2.17 The remaining regressions evaluate background effects together with the other three clusters one at a time (Columns 2-4) and then all together (Column 5).
Explained variance increases from .22 (Column 1), with sociodemographic factors alone, to .31 (Column 5), with the other clusters included. Family, school, and personal considerations thus contribute to explanatory power over and above background characteristics, and an examination of how the background coefficients change across columns in Table 2 suggests that they also mediate sociodemographic differences in dropout. (The background coefficients move closer to 1 when other factors are controlled, or closer to parity in the risk of retention across bases of comparison.) The SES odds ratio, for example, increases from .18 in Column 1 to .25 in the most inclusive equation (Column 5). This "final" estimate is large to be sure, but percentage-wise the shrinkage also is large.
Personal resources engender the largest change in the SES coefficient (Column 3), and several measures from this cluster are significant individually: absences, locus of control, and engagement behaviors.
In supplementary analyses not presented, engagement behaviors alone "move" the SES effect from .18 to .21, and absences move it to .20, while locus of control makes no difference. The SES coefficient also attenuates (from .18 to .22) when the family context measures are controlled. Family change, parents' attitudes, and out-ofhome summer care (versus parental care) account for most of this change, with family change especially standing out.
These comparisons also suggest possible bases for the other sociodemographic "risks." The gender difference, for example, drops substantially and falls to nonsignificance when either the family context or personal resources measures are controlled. The first suggests that boys are more affected than girls by stressful home conditions (see also Elder and Caspi 1988) , while the second indicates that behavioral adjustment at school is more of a problem for boys than for girls (the latter, in fact, accounts for all the attenuation associated with the personal-resources cluster).
Likewise, the elevated risk of dropping out associated with coming from a large family and with being born to a young mother can be accounted for by family conditions at the time of the beginning school transition, by children's dispositions and behaviors as first graders, and by academic differences in first grade. Indeed, in Column 5, with all predictors included, only SES level from the background-characteristics cluster retains its significance. Finally, it is worth noting that the effects detected in this last analysis stand out despite stringent controls for children's academic performance, including standardized achievement and marks in the core areas of the curriculum. Although school performance itself is not significant in Column 5, its inclusion nevertheless helps establish the integrity of other effects on later dropout. It is in this sense that early foundations is plural: Children who eventually drop out may not be as strong scholastically as are those who graduate, but initial academic differences alone do not explain why youths move along such different developmental paths.
DISCUSSION
This article has examined the sociodemographic patterning of dropout in the BSS and explored circumstances at the time of the beginning school transition that may help explain why some kinds of youngsters are at a greater risk of dropout than are others. Of course, care must be exercised when generalizing from research done in a single city, and sample attrition is a chronic problem in panel studies of long duration (for example, our 14 percent long-lost cases).18 In addition, coverage in the several predictor clusters was not as extensive or refined as we would have wanted. At the same time, projects like the BSS that track the academic and personal development of a representative sample of urban youths over the entirety of their schooling are rare, and Baltimore is an appropriate site for an inquiry on dropout. Also, from the checking we have done, it seems that distortions owing to attrition and missing data were minor, and topical coverage, though hardly exhaustive, was nevertheless extensive.
And it turns out that such broad coverage is important, since a variety of considerations around the time of the beginning school transition are apparently linked to later dropout and to the 98 Alexander, Entwisle and Horsey sociodemographic profile of dropouts. On the home front, stressful conditions, parents' attitudes and values, and summer child care arrangements all carried over to school. As personal considerations, children's behavioral and academic adjustment, along with facets of their personality (as reflected in control orientation), were found to forecast dropout. And structural constraints originating in first-grade track placements also proved relevant.
Clearly, the beginning school transition, when children are just settling into the academic routine, is a critical period for academic and personal development Alexander 1989, 1993) . Once children are in school, the "clean slate" fills rapidly: Students' performance patterns and habits of conduct are established, their ideas about self and school begin to solidify, other persons form impressions of their competence and character, students are typically assigned to one or more niches in the school's system of educational tracking, and an official dossier is established that will shadow them for as long as they remain in school.
But having a clean slate at the start does not mean that children begin on equal terms. The in-school record may be comparable initially, but the out-ofschool record of life experiences is quite another matter, one for which the catalog of sociodemographic risk factors becomes relevant. Race, gender, and social class locate individuals and families in society's stratification system, and the conditions surrounding these statuses and roles help determine exactly how the slate is filled in. They begin to shape children's academic prospects long before school enters the picture, and they continue to weigh on children's development throughout their schooling.
The results presented in this article accord with themes from a life-course perspective on development (Elder 1994; Pallas 1993) . To some extent, individuals direct their own development (the idea of personal agency); development occurs in a social matrix and is shaped by experiences in the major institutional settings that individuals pass through over the life course; role transitions, when old identities are shed and new ones are acquired, have profound and long-lasting repercussions; and various strands of development (including cognitive and affective) are interdependent and so must be studied in tandem.
In the present instance, all these themes come into play long before anyone is thinking about dropout per se. We are not saying that what happens in first grade necessarily seals children's fates, but prospects for "reengagement" later are not good when children are plagued early in their school careers by self-doubt, are alienated from things academic, are overage for their grades, are relegated to remedial courses, are prone to "problem" behaviors, are labeled troublemakers, and have academic skills that are far lower than the standard at which the curriculum is keyed. Sadly, this "profile" holds for far too many urban youths.
The present analysis affords a glimpse of the beginning and end points of a long-term process of academic disengagement, but the intermediate stages remain to be filled in. How are the connections from first-grade experience to eventual dropout maintained during subsequent stages of schooling? And do later patterns of academic and personal development supplement or modify the predictions from first grade? Although measures from the family-context, personal-resources, and school-experience clusters had only modest explanatory power in this analysis, their relevance extends beyond first grade: The family guides children's development throughout their schooling; children's affective orientations should become more influential as their academic sense of self crystallizes; and tracking in the middle grades and high school becomes more encompassing, formal, and perhaps rigid than in the primary grades. For these reasons, it would be important to compare all these influences on dropout across stages of schooling. We would also want to know whether school tran- 5. These practices all separate children on the basis of assessed competence and/or presumed need, treat them differently thereafter, and create roles or identities that are potentially stigmatizing (for an overview, see Entwisle and Alexander 1993).
6. Those who left school and later returned or completed the GED were treated as dropouts in this analysis.
7. To explore possible consequences of sample attrition, youths who were still in school and those in the long-lost group were compared to dropouts and graduates on all independent variables via multinomial logistic regression. The excluded cases resembled dropouts more closely than graduates, with many contrasts nonsignificant. Accordingly, the logistic regressions reported in Tables 1 and 2 were redone, first combining the group still in school with dropouts; then the long-lost group with dropouts; and, finally, both the long-lost group and the group still in school with dropouts. Almost all significant differences in the analyses retain their significance in these checks. Socioeconomic effects attenuate somewhat, but remain large throughout.
